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This book is for you.

It’s for me.

These words are an escape valve and proof of life.

I hope they may provide a refuge from the storm.
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Prologue

HIS VOICE.

It wasn’t his eyes or his looks that got me; it was his voice: delicate, soft, but at the same time confident and masculine. I never imagined I could be so fascinated by someone based solely on the sound of their voice, without an idea as to what they look like. But he was the only person I’ve allowed inside the four walls of my room, which I guess created the perfect storm.

My name is Klara. I’m a nineteen-year-old girl who, for the past eight months, has been unable to leave the house for more than fifteen minutes. Faithful listener of the radio show Follow My Voice.
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1 Listen to Me


I’M MESMERIZED BY the sound of the popcorn popping in the microwave and the smell that floods the kitchen. Mmm, delicious, I think, smiling as I pour Coke into a glass. This is the event I wait for all day, the one thing I look forward to in all the hours I spend inside this house. I take the popcorn out of the microwave, pick up the glass with my other hand, and move down the hall to my bedroom, walking on air. It’s silly how much I cherish this moment; we often learn to appreciate the little things in life after being on the verge of losing it all.

I sit on the bed, place the popcorn on the nightstand, and put on my headphones. They’re purple—my favorite color—and big, covering my ears entirely, and they tend to pinch my head. Even so, I don’t want to get new ones; they were a gift from my mother and hold sentimental value for me. I open the radio app on my phone and find the usual station. I shove a handful of popcorn in my mouth, checking the time: My favorite show is about to start. The host of the six o’clock hour signs off energetically, and they go to commercials before the seven o’clock show begins.

Then the moment arrives. I hear his voice, and my heart races. “Good evening, folks,” says that voice I love so much, the voice that has been with me through so many hard times. “Thank you for tuning in tonight. Without further ado, I welcome you to tonight’s evening show: Follow My Voice. I’m Kang, your friend and companion for this hour.”

Kang.

The first time I heard him, it was by chance: I was in the living room, bored, playing Candy Crush on my phone, and my sister, being old-school, had left the radio on some random college station. Kang’s show began and, when I heard his voice—so smooth and comforting—the way he spoke, his comments on the different topics, and the songs he’d chosen, I was instantly captivated. As I listened to him, I got to know him, and I learned that we share the same passion for pastries, poetry, and music. He’s even mentioned my favorite bakery in the city several times. He’s very smart; I can tell by the way he talks, with the confidence of someone completely secure in their knowledge.

I have no idea what he looks like, and I have no intention of finding out. I like the platonic feelings I have for him, far removed from any romantic sentiment. I don’t want anything more than that—it would only complicate things and that’s not a luxury I can afford at the moment.

“Tonight we have a beautiful full moon, have you seen it? If you’re at home, I want you to look out your window right now; if you’re driving, please keep your eyes on the road, you can see it later.”

I get up and walk to my window; he’s right, as always. The moon hangs clear and luminous in the night sky.

“Nights like this make me think about the infinite perfection of the universe.”

I can’t take my eyes off the moon.

“We’re merely tiny specks in this gigantic galaxy of ours, yet, even so, there are days when we feel like everything revolves around us. We humans can be very self-centered. But we are also capable of amazing things. I suppose, like with everything, we have our good and our bad.”

I place my hand on the window and outline the shape of the full moon with my index finger, a perfect circle. I wish I was the moon, not a person living in this defective shell of a body that struggles to survive every day.

“I’m going to start with a song I like a lot, by a local band. I hope you like it.” A slow, melancholic tune begins to play:


I just need a minute to process all these

feelings.

You are silence,

my calm in this storm,

the cure to this pain that I feel.

Please, don’t go;

please, don’t go.

I’m all out of words, the silence hurts,

your glances burn

and I blaze with feelings.

Feelings…

Feelings for… you…



There’s a silence when the song ends and Kang sighs before speaking. “A pretty sentimental song, huh? You’ve just heard ‘What I Feel,’ from the band P4. Don’t forget to support our local talent by following them on social media and listening to their songs.”

I walk back over to the bed and take a sip of Coke.

“I chose that song to kick off tonight’s topic. We get messages every day from people asking for heartbreak songs. I think love is an incredible feeling, but it can bring with it other emotions that aren’t so incredible if that love isn’t reciprocated. Have you ever had your heart broken?”

Love is not something I’ve given much thought to this past year; love isn’t for people like me, infected and defective. It’s for people like Kang: successful, with a bright future ahead of them. The curiosity is killing me; I hope he says something about this aspect of his life. That’s what I like most about his show: He first talks in general about a topic and then gives us his opinion and shares his personal experiences.

“I have to admit that I’ve never been in love, so my thoughts on the matter might not be very insightful. But I’ve seen a lot of people in love, and I’ve witnessed the effects it can have. In some cases, it changes people for the better, in others, for the worse. But don’t worry if you’ve had your heart broken; time heals all wounds, and you’ll find someone new to make you twice as happy. Like I always say…”

“We have to learn from the bad and turn the page to move forward,” we recite in unison.

“We’ll go now to another song, and when we come back, I’ll read some of your messages about tonight’s topic. Don’t forget, that number is…”

The next song starts after he finishes giving out the number, which I know by heart despite the fact that I’ve never sent a message to the show. Why would I? Like I said, it’s enough for me to just listen. I don’t want or need anything else. I couldn’t deal with any more complications right now.

Kang, it’s enough for me to enjoy your show and hear you say, “Follow my voice.”
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2 Follow Me


I PASS THE days one after another, mainly stuck in the four walls of my room. There’s my bed, in the middle, white Christmas lights wrapped around my bedframe from a few Christmases ago that I never bothered taking off. To the right is my nightstand with a lamp, a book, and my favorite pictures of my mother and me. To the left is my desk, with rolled-up canvases on top that haven’t been touched in years. It used to be a place where I liked to sit down and paint, but now I just use it to read or watch TV dramas when I get tired of being on my bed.

I wish I could say I’d made it more appealing with posters on my walls, pictures of and with friends, but that would be a lie. The most I have are some white hanging shelves reserved for my favorite novels—the rest of my books are scattered throughout my room—and some random knickknacks that my sister added so it wouldn’t look so empty. While this is my safe space, sometimes I grow tired of it. But, with the exception of days I practice exposure therapy, the farthest I go is to a different room inside the house, to be stuck in a different set of four walls. Regardless of how my day is spent, for the most part, it’s always the same: The sun filters in through my window until it finally disappears, only to be replaced by the moon, and then everything starts all over again. Every day is exactly the same, monotonous, except for that one hour every other day, when I get to hear his voice.

I go through my evening routine. It’s almost time for Kang’s show, so, popcorn and Coke in hand, I head to my bedroom. But my little bubble of bliss is burst when I run into my sister in the hallway.

“Ah! You scared me!”

Kamila crosses her arms. Yes, Kamila with a K; my mother loved the letter K.

“You know you shouldn’t be eating that junk, it’s not healthy,” she scolds me. I see she has her white doctor’s coat folded over one arm.

I give her a huge smile to soften her up. “It’s just this once.”

She narrows her eyes and furrows her brow. “That’s what you said yesterday.”

“Are you on call?” I ask, changing the subject—usually the best course of action.

“Yes, one of my patients”—she stops for a moment, always so careful with her words when she talks to me about her work—“had a setback.”

Setback. That’s her favorite euphemism to avoid naming the mental health situations she encounters in her job day-to-day. Kamila started working as a psychiatrist four years ago, and I’d like to say it’s been easy for her, but no, it’s been exhausting and heartbreaking. She’s the strongest person I know, which is why she’s been able to handle it so well.

I believe that everyone has a calling in life. Some find theirs and live happily with their decision; others don’t and simply let themselves be pulled along by the flow of life, withering and dying without ever having found a dream, goal, or objective for their existence. Before everything changed, I had so many dreams and I was so full of energy, I wanted to eat the world, achieve the unachievable. Then my mother got sick. And one blow after another gradually destroyed that young dreamer, eating away at me until I became what I am today. Now, I’m an empty shell, barely surviving.

“How are you?” Kamila asks, looking at me cautiously, always analyzing me. I can’t blame her; it’s her job.

“I’m good.”

“Dizzy spells? Vivid dreams?”

I shake my head. “No side effects this time.”

Kamila sighs with relief. “If you have any symptoms, you need to let me know, Klara; antidepressants are not something to be taken lightly. Trust—”

“Is the most important thing,” I finish her sentence for her. “I’ve never lied to you.” And it’s true; I’ve always been honest with her when it comes to anything that has to do with my mental health, it’s just that I don’t like it when she goes into doctor mode on me. But I have to put up with it since, apart from being my sister, she monitors every step of the treatment laid out by my psychiatrist, who, along with my therapist, sees me once a month. My sister makes sure that I stick to my medication; she takes care of me.

“Have you had any unpleasant thoughts?”

That makes me smile. I don’t understand why she thinks she has to be so cautious with her words. “I haven’t had any suicidal thoughts, Kamila, if that’s what you’re asking.”

We had this same conversation when I started my previous antidepressants. The first few weeks, as my body got used to the medication, I felt even lower and more depressed—something that can happen before you begin to notice any improvement. I call it a roller coaster: sudden lows followed by new highs. Kamila was by my side then, too.

“Andy will be home from work soon, so you won’t be alone for long. You can call me if you need anything.”

Andy is Kamila’s husband, and I live with them. He’s a nice man.

I swallow, because being alone scares me more than I want to admit. “I’m fine, go.”

Kamila pulls me into a hug. “I love you, K.”

I respond with a couple pats on her back. “I love you too, K2.”

We’ve used these nicknames for each other since we were little. Even though she was a teenager when I was born, our age difference never kept us from being close.

I watch her walk away, and then I go into my bedroom. When I hear Kang’s voice opening the show, I relax and begin to eat my popcorn. The topic tonight is family.

“I think that who we are, our personality, has a lot to do with how we’re raised and the things we see on a daily basis growing up.”

His voice sounds a little sad. Does this topic upset him? If so, that makes two of us.

“What do you guys think? Let me know in a text message as we listen to the next song.”

As I begin to get lost in the lyrics, I feel a tap on the shoulder and open my eyes. Andy is standing in front of me, wearing an impeccable gray suit, a light-blue button-down shirt, and a striped tie to match. His dark hair is combed back perfectly, not a strand out of place.

I put my headphones around my neck. “Hey,” I say, greeting him with a smile.

“Just wanted to let you know I was home. Keep listening to your show,” he says, as he checks his watch. “It’s your favorite one, right?” I nod and he points to my hair. “Pink looks good on you.”

I roll my eyes. “According to you and Kamila, everything looks good on me.”

“It’s because we love you.”

Andy is a very sweet man, and, despite the fact that he’s only a few years older than my sister, he’s become like a father to me.

“Sorry, but your opinion doesn’t count for much.”

“That hurts,” he says, grabbing his chest.

“You’ll survive.”

He turns around and walks to the door. “Enjoy your show.”

I put my headphones back on just in time to listen to Kang reading one of the many messages he’s received. “This next one is from a very dedicated listener. Thank you for always tuning in, Liliana. Today she says: ‘I love the way you express yourself so well and how you help others understand complicated topics. I find it very… sexy.’ Umm… Thanks so much for this message of support. I do it for our listeners—I couldn’t do it without you guys.”

Liliana sends messages all the time, and it irks me, though I don’t know why. Maybe it’s the fact that Kang thinks of her as a dedicated listener when there are so many other people like me who’ve been listening to the show for ages. But it doesn’t matter.

Kang says good night as the show comes to an end. “Don’t forget to follow us on social media. You can find Follow My Voice on YouTube, Instagram, and X. Good night from your humble host, Kang. Have a great evening. I’ll leave you with this song titled ‘More of You,’ from the band Broken Dreams.”


More…

It’s not enough.

What if it’s not enough?

If everything changes,

no matter how much I pay attention…

to you…

For you…

these sweet words for no reason,

life doesn’t matter at all

or how high you might fall

No…

It’s not enough, not today, not tomorrow,

having you only in my mind.

I want more, much more of you.



As I listen to the chorus, my finger hovers over the Instagram app, trembling. I have an old account that I haven’t checked in over a year. I don’t know if it’s because of what Kang said about Liliana or because of the song that’s playing, but I feel suddenly curious. The second part of the song hits me even harder.


What if my emotions explode?

If my feelings take over,

and I can’t hold back anymore.

What if I lose control?

Because of you…

For you…

these sweet words for no reason,

life doesn’t matter at all

or how high you might fall. No…

It’s not enough, not today, not tomorrow,

having you only in my mind.

I want more, so much more of you.



My mind made up, I open Instagram and search for Follow My Voice before I have time to regret it.
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3 Look at Me


I SPENT MOST of Friday reading Pride and Prejudice. It’s my third time reading it—what can I say, I’m a cliché when it comes to Jane Austen. The pages are tearing at some corners because it’s an old book—it was a library book before it was donated to a big book warehouse sale. Mom used to hunt those down to take me; we could get so many books for just a few bucks. It was one of our things. I loved those days; even in the heat of summer when those warehouses were too hot, I was happy. In a way, all the old books around my room carry a story, a memory of a happy day with my mother in a random warehouse. She’s here with me, in these books, in these walls. I’m safe here, and only here.

“Time to eat!” Kamila yells from the hallway, and I sigh before heading out of my room.

The clinking of silverware echoes through the dining room as I sit at the table with Kamila and Andy. I force myself to eat. I’m not hungry, but I know I still need to put on weight and, based on the way my sister is looking at me, she’s not going to let me skip a meal. I glance at the clock and I start eating faster; it’s almost time for my show.

Andy notices my anxiety. “You still have twenty minutes before it starts, don’t worry.”

My sister takes a sip of juice. “I’m glad you found that show you like so much, but have you thought about looking for other things you might like to do as well?”

Andy shoots her a disapproving look, and she lobs one right back at him. “What? I don’t want her focusing on just one thing when there are so many other activities out there that I know she’d enjoy. Have you thought at all about getting back into painting again?”

I grip the spoon. I’ve completely lost my appetite. “No.”

Kamila gives me a sad look. “I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable, K, I just want the best for you. Painting could aid your progress; it could be a very positive thing for you.”

Painting used to be my passion, way before literature and TV dramas. My biggest dream was to open my own gallery and exhibit my art, the product of everything I imagined when I was alone with my brushes. The smell of paint was the smell of home to me, my safe place. But, after everything that happened, it’s now just a reminder of everything I will never be.

“I’m never going to paint again. I’ve already told you that.” I stand up and fake a smile. “It’s time for my show. I’ll be in my room.”

Outside in the hallway, where I’m sure they can’t see me, I stand with my back against the wall. I can hear them talking about what just happened.

Andy starts out: “Very subtle, Kamila. You know you can’t talk to her like that during dinner; it ruins her appetite.”

“It’s for her own good, babe, and you know it. She needs to branch out and find other interests. If she focuses all her energy on a single thing, and for some reason it falls through, where will she be then? She could experience a major setback.”

“And how is a radio show going to fall through?”

“My God, Andy, so many things could happen to that show… The host is just a college kid. What’s gonna happen when he graduates? How do you think K is going to take that?”

I feel a tightness in my chest. She’s right. Why haven’t I thought of that?

“You seem to have given it a lot of thought.”

“My little sister, who’s going through a really rough time, has only one thing she likes. But there’s so much more to life than a radio show.”

“You’re incredible.”

“Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a compliment,” Andy says. “Just let her enjoy her show. If it ends, we’ll deal with it.”

I go into my room with my sister’s words still echoing in my head: What’s gonna happen when he graduates? Slouching, I pick up my phone. Last night I followed the show on Instagram, but I didn’t have the nerve to look at any of the posts. Now, after hearing my sister, I’m feeling bolder. My heart beats desperately in my chest as I scroll through a bunch of photos of the radio station: the microphone, the red “On Air” light, a set of headphones. There are pictures of gifts from the show’s listeners, including drawings and knickknacks, even food sent for the entire staff. But there are no pictures of Kang.

I’m about to give up when I come to a group shot of the entire team dressed up for Halloween. No one is tagged, but the bottom of the picture lists everyone’s names from left to right. I scan them until I find Kang. He’s a little taller than everyone else, and he’s wearing a creepy clown mask that covers his entire face.

My heart continues to beat faster than normal, and it scares me a little bit. I’m surprised at the relief I feel over not being able to put a face to the voice I listen to every day. I know that, once I see him, I’m going to want to talk to him, but I know I won’t be able to do it.

I put my headphones on and sit down beside the bed as I look at one of the pictures on my nightstand: my mom and me, both wearing huge smiles, at a carnival a few years ago, the lit-up Ferris wheel behind us. Neither one of us was perfect, but that moment was.

I remember how hard it was to convince her to purchase the picture once the photographer told us the price. She’d never been a big spender, always scrimping and saving, so cautious and careful. Her efforts paid off when it came time to send Kamila to college; Mom had more than enough, and was even able to start her own bakery business. She made the best cakes in the world.

As if Kang can read my mind, the topic tonight is the loss of a loved one.

“It’s very hard to deal with the loss of someone we love. Each person experiences it differently. It’s harder for some of us than for others. Unfortunately, that’s the way life goes. Sooner or later, we will all face a loss of this kind, and all we can do is take a deep breath and keep moving forward in a way we think honors that person.”

It’s been a while since I’ve cried, but I now feel the tears building up behind my eyes. I take the picture of my mother in my hands and run my thumb over her bright smile.

“I don’t want to minimize what you feel when I say you have to move on. We are human beings, it’s normal to feel pain, sadness… It’s normal to cry. Let yourselves feel all of your emotions but keep moving forward, always at your own pace; there’s no correct or incorrect amount of time when we’re talking about grieving the death of someone we love. And know that you can always carry that person in your heart the rest of your lives.”

Kang seems to understand everything so perfectly; has he been through something like this? Tears stream freely down my face as he continues speaking. “The next song is very special to me, so please listen with me as we honor those who are no longer with us.”


Why?

I’d like to ask, to bring you back,

look into your eyes and ask: Why?

I don’t understand, maybe that’s why I can’t let you go.

Tell me, answer me, why? Why did it have to be this way?

At the top of my lungs, I shout over and over. Over and over.

Why? Why, if I love you so?

Why, if I gave you my all?

My love can’t be the air you breathe.

I’ll breathe for you, if need be.

I’ll dream for you on sleepless nights,

I’ll go up against any enemy.



I rip off my headphones. I can’t listen anymore; it hurts too much. I throw myself onto the bed, burrow under the covers, and cry inconsolably into my pillow. It’s the first time I haven’t listened to Kang’s show all the way to the end. The first time that I don’t want to hear him.
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4 Write to Me


“IT’S ALL RIGHT, we’ll be with you the whole time,” Kamila says, patting me on the back. “We’re going to try to make it to the park this time. Mondays are not crowded at this hour.”

I want to try leaving the house, I really do. This is one of the exercises that my therapist recommended, a kind of exposure therapy for my agoraphobia. “One step and one breath at a time, Klara!” I remember his words and try to control my breathing, which is coming fast.

“What if I have a panic attack? I’m scared.” I’m terrified of causing disappointment just as much as I am of unfamiliar settings. Today will be the day we make it all the way to the park—the farthest I’ve ever gone—but instead of coming right back, we’ll be staying for as long as I can manage.

Kamila gives me a comforting look. “I’m a doctor, remember? No one is more qualified than me—I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“But I could get run over or someone could try to hurt me. I could stop breathing and you won’t be able to do anything. What if my heart stops while I’m crossing the street? How many minutes is it to the nearest hospital?” My mind races with catastrophic thoughts. Fear takes over, and I feel my agoraphobia intensifying, urging me to return home, where it’s safe and secure.

My sister takes my hand.

“You’re a young, healthy woman; your heart and lungs are fine. You’re not going to die. Don’t listen to your thoughts, just walk, right here, with me.”

I swallow and feel my heart hammering against my ribs. I can do this, I really can.

Andy smiles warmly and stands on the other side of me. “We’ll be with you every step of the way.”

We leave the house and begin to move down the sidewalk. The sun blinds me for a moment, which happens every time we do this task—too many hours without exposure to natural light.

Kamila talks to distract me: “Remember Drew, Paula’s dog, from next door? She just had a litter of adorable little puppies.”

I try my best to smile, picturing them. I saw them through the backyard fence the other day; they are precious and so playful. “Yeah, they’re cute,” I answer.

She nods as we walk. I can see the park in the distance. “Well, Paula told me that you can go see them whenever you want.”

I swallow and feel a tightness in my chest. “Yeah, I’ll stop by.” As if it were that easy.

I think about all the people who never understood what was happening to me, who said that I was exaggerating or trying to get attention. I’ve heard it all:

“Oh, yeah, like leaving the house is so hard!”

“You’re crazy.”

“We all have it tough, don’t be so dramatic.”

“Just come out! Just walk through the door! It’s not that big a deal!”

“There’s nothing wrong with you, you’re just trying to get attention.”

“Depression is an excuse.”

“Anxiety disorder? God, what will she come up with next?”

“What’s wrong with you now?”

“Just get over it and move on.”

Some people don’t understand that our minds can get sick just like our bodies. When someone has the flu, no one says, “Just think about something else and it’ll go away.” If someone cuts themselves badly, others immediately say, “You should go to the hospital to get stitches!” But when you’re depressed, which can be a much deeper and more complex wound than any physical injury, no one believes there’s really anything wrong with you. And then these same people are so shocked when someone dies by suicide, claiming they never saw it coming, that they don’t understand how something like that could’ve happened, that they would’ve helped if they’d only known. So hypocritical. They could start by listening when someone needs to be heard, by not ignoring their pain as if that will make it magically disappear. I know some who are struggling might not want to be helped; some don’t give any signs that anything’s wrong. But there are individuals who do ask for help and are ignored or told that there’s nothing wrong with them.

“There are plenty of people who have it way worse in the world and you don’t see them complaining all the time.”

Is that supposed to make me feel better? Is the fact that there are others in worse situations supposed to make my feelings just go away? Does it somehow magically erase who I am, what I’ve been through?

“You’re such a crybaby.”

“You’re so needy.”

“You hurt yourself, that’s insane.”

Depression is not a decision; no one decides to move through life feeling hopeless, with the weight of surviving making every step taken feel heavier than the last. Who in their right mind would want to live every day with a pain so strong it’s practically suffocating?

I wish I could correct people who are dismissive of mental illness. Crying is simply expressing your feelings. No one complains when someone smiles, no one asks them to explain it. Happiness is not the only emotion in the world, so why does sadness have to be justified?

Expressing your needs is brave. It takes courage to set your fears aside and ask for the help you so urgently need.

Hurting yourself means you’re desperate. If someone has gotten to that point, I hope they find the help they need. I’m lucky that my sister is a psychiatrist and she understands what I’m going through; I can’t even imagine what other people are up against without someone close who will listen to them, who believes them.

In the park, Andy spreads a picnic blanket on the grass and we sit. “I’m so proud of you.”

I uncross my arms and reach down to touch the grass, so cool and soft.

Kamila rubs my back. “You did so well today.”

We’ve been going out little by little for a few months now. We started once a month, then once a week, and now we are doing it every other day, adding more distance each time but never more than fifteen minutes. In the beginning, I could barely get out the door; now I’ve made it all the way to the park. My progress is mostly thanks to my sister’s hard work and Andy’s support. They’ve both been so patient. They never push me to attempt other outings; they know this is what I’m comfortable with for the moment, a somewhat familiar routine.

After a few breathing exercises, it begins to feel good to be here, sitting on the grass, feeling the sun on my skin, even though I know I’m only able to do this because I have Kamila and Andy with me. I hope to one day be able to do it on my own, but I should still count this as progress.

I can see the lake in the distance surrounded by tall trees that still hold on to their lush green: my mother’s favorite place. We used to come here a lot, in the end; even after she could no longer walk, we would bring her in her wheelchair to watch the sunset. I remember her sad smile as she said to me, “The view is so beautiful here. It’s interesting how we learn to value the little things when our time is limited.” I smiled back and she patted my face. “We should all live as if we were going to die tomorrow; we would have much fuller lives if we didn’t assume we had all the time in the world.”

I feel like I’m failing my mother every day that I spend locked away inside the house. The memory of her frail figure and pained expression interrupts the peaceful moment. My chest tightens. Death seems to be staring me in the face as I become acutely aware that I am outside, exposed to the world. A cruel and dangerous world, a place that is not safe; it was not safe for my mother, and it isn’t safe for me, either. The heaviness in my chest grows and I know it’s time to go home: my safe place. Where nothing and no one can hurt me. I take one last look at the hills in the distance, apologizing to my mother.

I’m sorry, Mom, I’m not strong enough to smile through it all. I’m not as strong as you.



When we get home, I take off my shoes and rush to my room. Kang’s show must be about to start, so I throw on my headphones as fast as I can.

Halfway through the show, he begins reading messages from listeners. Liliana again.

Maybe it’s because I accomplished staying outside for a few minutes, and I’m feeling good about myself despite my last-minute setback, but I don’t think twice as I take out my phone and type a message to the station. My heart jumps into my throat as I hit Send. He probably won’t even read it; he must get so many texts.

But, as if life suddenly decided to throw me a bone today, Kang picks my message. “Okay, I’m going to read the last message of the day. It says, ‘Dear Kang, your voice is a comfort for people who are having a hard time like me; you brighten my day and calm my nights. I will always follow your voice. With gratitude, K.’ ”

Silence. Kang says nothing for a few seconds, and I swallow. Did I scare him? Did I sound too obsessive? Is this not something a nineteen-year-old girl would say? I can’t help but think this is yet another thing taken from me, the ability to be and act my age.

He clears his throat and finally speaks. “That’s very kind of you to say, K. Thank you for your message. I will always try to be here for you.”

It’s the first time I’ve communicated with him and, although it’s not the same as a face-to-face interaction, it’s a big step for me and it makes me feel good. Really good.
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5 Respond to Me


“I’M LOSING YOU. I’m losing you,” I sing loudly as I make myself a ham and cheese sandwich.

I’ve been in a really good mood lately. Maybe the new medication is finally starting to kick in—after trial and error with a few others, I think we’ve finally found one without serious side effects—or maybe it’s because I’ve been able to go to the park with my sister these past few weeks without having any panic attacks. Perhaps it’s a combination of everything. I set the sandwich on the table and, noticing that the trash can is full, I grab the bag to take it out. I get to the door, open it, and stop dead in my tracks.

What am I doing?

I grip the garbage bag tightly and peer into the danger of the outside world. I’m safe here, I can’t go out. Kamila and Andy aren’t home—if I have a panic attack out there no one will help me.

I close the door and put the garbage bag back in the trash can. My good mood vanishes into thin air; I guess there’s a lot more progress I still need to make.



“Today I’m going to try to get caught up with some of the messages we’ve received. We’ve had a lot of activity lately,” Kang says later that night.

I’m one of the listeners who’s been sending messages to the program regularly, ever since that first day. Sometimes he reads mine on the air, sometimes they seem to go unnoticed; regardless, I’ve already gained a reputation for being a loyal listener, like Liliana. Of course, Kang doesn’t know who I am; I simply sign my messages as K.

“Liliana says she’s sending us lots of love today. Thank you for the donuts you sent to me and the entire crew. I want to reiterate that no one should feel obligated to send us anything—just being a faithful listener is the greatest gift—but we appreciate your thoughtfulness.” Kang pauses. “Today, we also have a message from K that I want to share.” I sit up straight in bed. “It’s another quote, this time from Benjamin Disraeli, and it reads: ‘There is no index of character so sure as the voice.’ Is that true? If it is, you guys must know my character better than anyone. I think that was what K, whoever he or she is, meant to imply. And, K, feel free share your pronouns with us; we don’t know how to refer to you, and all of us on the team are curious. I can tell from the quotes you send in that you must be a big reader; something we have in common.”

I have the urge to write into the show and tell Kang that my name is Klara and my pronouns are she/her, but I hold back. I like being somewhat anonymous; he might as well keep thinking of K as an abstract person he’ll never meet, because he never will.

“Well, before we get to the last song of the hour, I want to let you all know that I’ll be gone next week, taking care of a few personal matters.”

“What?!” I say out loud.

“But I’ll be leaving Follow My Voice in the very capable hands of my fellow radio host Erick, who you may know from the six o’clock program, Riffing with Erick. I’ll be back soon. Try not to miss me too much.”

“No. No.” I shake my head at the phone.

“I’ll miss you guys, but I hope you have a great week. We’ll go now to our last song. This is Kang, your friend and companion, bidding you farewell.”

“No…”

Before I realize what I’m doing, I type a quote from a favorite novel of mine, Gone with the Wind: “Oh, my darling, if you go, what shall I do?” —K.

I send it and then realize what I’ve just done. I cover my mouth with my hand. What was I thinking? The guy has a life and things to take care of. But what am I going to do for a week without him? Kamila was right, I shouldn’t place so much importance on one thing; with Kang gone, I’ll feel lost.

I let out a long sigh. What’s wrong with me? I’m such a mess. I need to wake up to my reality. I should’ve never tried to interact with Kang—what was I hoping to accomplish? I’ll never meet him, so why am I getting all carried away? It’s dangerous; in the long run, I’ll only be let down.

I walk from the bedroom to the kitchen with my shoulders slumped. I open the fridge to grab a bottle of water and I’m about to return to my cave when I hear a tiny barking sound, or is it a whimper? I head over to the front door and press my ear against it. The mini barks continue. I crack the door open, nervous, and the cool night air flows into the house. My neighbor’s golden retriever puppies are playing on the front yard. They’re so cute. But what are they doing out so late?

My stomach drops when one of them rolls off the curb into the street and a car passes, almost running it over.

Oh, no! I instinctively rush through the door, but, as soon as I’m outside, I realize that I’m alone. I look around, searching for some kind of assistance, but there’s no one. I think back to how soft their fur was and the way they licked my hand through the backyard fence when I played with them on one of our walks to the park. My heart twists in my chest. I clench my fists at my sides, frustrated with myself for not being able to help them.

The other puppy slips off the curb into the street, trying to follow his brother. I’m hyperventilating now, and I have to look away when another car passes.

You can do it, Klara. Even if you’re having a panic attack, those little dogs need your help, I tell myself. And then I take off running. Desperately.

The puppies are now in the middle of the road, and a car is approaching. Overcoming my fear, I step in front of the puppies and hold up my hands. “Stop! Wait!”

The vehicle screeches to a halt just inches away from me. “Out of the way! Are you crazy?!”

I scoop up the two golden retrievers and jump back up onto the sidewalk, my heart in my throat. I feel eyes on me and, when I look up, I see Kamila and Andy with bags from the corner store in their hands, watching me in shock.

What just happened?
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6 Miss Me


ERICK IS AN idiot.

It has nothing to do with the fact that I miss Kang; Erick is just obnoxious. He’s the type of guy who constantly makes sexist jokes and thinks he’s hilarious. I listened to him the first night after Kang left, willing to give him a chance; but no, Erick can’t hold a candle to Kang. I don’t even know how they let him stay on the air with such inappropriate comments.

So I haven’t been able to listen to my show for an entire week, and, while I’m bummed about it, I’m not doing as badly as I feared I might. I think the puppies licking my hands right now are a big part of that. Paula, our next-door neighbor, has asked me to look after them while she’s at work since she still needs to fix the fence around her house and she doesn’t want them to escape again and get hurt. So I’m a puppy sitter, which I never imagined would be so therapeutic. I sit on the couch, and they immediately jump up and climb onto my lap or nestle in next to me. I love to pet their soft ears and heads.

“You’re adorable, do you know that? Of course you do, everyone tells you all the time,” I say, smiling. “And you love me no matter how awful I look or what a mess I am. If that’s not true love, I don’t know what is.”

I’m in a good mood. I keep taking steps in the right direction, and it brings me a sense of hope. There’s a refreshing normalcy in the air and it feels great. There’s just one thing missing: Kang, although I know it’s strange to miss someone I’ve never met. I don’t know him, but I feel like I do, because I listen to him speak for an hour every other day and his voice has become so familiar to me.



“Have you given any more thought to starting college next semester?” We’re at the table and Kamila just can’t keep herself from bringing up my biggest fear.

I continue chewing. I saw it coming. My sister, seeing my slight improvement, is ready to launch me into the outside world. I can’t blame her; she just wants me to get my life back on track, but she hasn’t been subtle about it, “accidentally” leaving college pamphlets all over the house.

“I don’t think I’m ready.”

Andy puts his hand on my shoulder. “That’s fine.”

But Kamila won’t let it go so easily. She wipes her mouth and goes on: “You’ve improved a lot, K. I think it would do you good to go to campus. Who knows, you might even make some friends.”

Friends… The word brings a bitter taste to my mouth. Because the people I considered my friends in high school vanished as soon as my mom got sick.

I huff. “Make some friends?” I say sarcastically, pointing to myself. “With the mess that I am?”

“Klara…”

I stand up. “Let’s be honest, who would want to be friends with someone like me?”

Andy reaches for my hand, but I pull away. “Klara, don’t…”

I go to my room, close the door behind me, and lean my back against it, pressing my lips shut tight to keep from crying. It hurts. Because I do want to make friends. I want to be normal. To do all the things people my age do—socialize, date, go to parties, and yes, attend college. I want that more than anything in the world. But I can’t, and every time someone reminds me of it, it hurts.

I look to the picture of my mother with that dazzling smile. I remember like it was yesterday the rainy evening she came home and asked my sister and I to have a seat on the sofa, because she had something to tell us. A thousand things flashed through my mind, but I could’ve never imagined what she was about to say: “I just came from the doctor’s office. A few weeks ago, I noticed a lump in my left breast… I’ve had several tests done, including a biopsy.”

At this word, my entire body went cold.

“It’s cancer.”

And with that word, I was frozen solid.

You hear people talk about the disease, but you never think it will affect you or someone you love; like some abstract, distant danger. My grandmother died of cancer, but it was so long ago that I never thought it could happen to my mother.

Tears, explanations, doctor’s appointments, like an avalanche, and, as it was happening, it seemed unreal. It was as if I was watching it all from a distance, like a scene I wasn’t even a part of. Every morning I woke up wishing it had all been a bad dream.

Then came the discussions about treatments, chemotherapy, mastectomy. I watched the life leave my mother’s body in a slow and painful process; I saw her lose her beautiful black hair, become so thin I was afraid to hug her too tightly. I sat with her for hours on the bathroom floor while she threw up after her chemotherapy sessions. She suffered so much. Why her? It’s a selfish question, but seeing my mother go through all that, watching her crawl slowly to her death, was the most painful thing I’ve ever witnessed—something that marked my life forever.

My mother always tried to stay strong, to fight, but I will never forget the night we came home after the doctor told her that the cancer had spread to her lungs and there was nothing to be done. That she didn’t have much time left.


I help her to the bed and she pats the spot beside her. She hugs me close. “Everything will be fine, Klara.”

Tears flood my eyes, but I try to be strong for her. “I’m so sorry, Mom.”

She kisses my head. “You’re sorry? It’s not your fault, baby.”

“I wish…” My voice breaks. “I wish I could take all this pain away from you, I…” More tears stream down my face. “I would do anything for you, but I don’t know what to do.”

“I know.” Her voice sounds so sad. “I’m in so much pain, baby,” she says, crying.

My heart aches for her. I press my lips together, letting the tears come. “I know.”

“I’m ready to leave this world. I don’t want to suffer anymore; I want all this pain to end. I just can’t take it…” She takes my face in her hands. “I want you to know that I’m going willingly, peacefully, and I want you to listen to your sister, okay?”

I nod, unable to respond.

“I love you, Klara, I love you so much. You and your sister are the best gifts life has given me.”

“I love you so much, Mami.”



It was just a few weeks later that my mother died. I went into her room with breakfast to find a scene that will remain etched in my brain forever. She was lying in bed, clutching her chest, not breathing. I dropped her breakfast on the floor, shouting for my sister to come, and rushed over to help her. But there was nothing more to be done. My mother was dead. Her body, thin and weak, grew cold in my arms as I held her and sobbed.

“Mom, please, I love you so much. Please don’t go.”

Kamila tried to pull me away, crying. “Klara…”

“No!” I shouted, hugging my mother tighter, kissing her head. “I won’t leave her alone! I can’t, she needs me.”

When I looked down and saw how pale her face was, I realized that I would never see her smile again, I would never hear her voice. An overwhelming pain blazed up inside me. She was gone.

Kamila and Andy pulled me away. I cried and wailed until I ran out of breath, until I couldn’t take it anymore and I fainted.
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